Introduction to Clare Dempsey by Sharon Artley

I first heard about the winner of this Celebrating RE competition about two years ago when I was delivering a course in County Durham on using ICT to enhance learning in RE. A teacher asked if I had heard of Clare Dempsey, that she had her own YouTube channel from which teachers downloaded her RE videos to use in their classrooms. I immediately went home to look! Clare has now produced 30 videos and has over 200 subscribers to her channel.  She also writes an RE blog and frequently makes postings about RE on Facebook and Twitter. Clare has written to her MP about RE not being included in the E Bacc (and was not too impressed with the response she received!). 

Before awarding the prize, I would like to read you some extracts from a couple of Clare’s recent blog posts and show you one of her videos.

Today, I had an external supply teacher for my afternoon free lesson. In the lesson, he began to ask us what we were doing for sixth form next year, and whether we were staying at Bishop Challoner. When it came to my turn, I explained to him I was moving to Bishop Walsh Catholic School and would be studying Philosophy and Ethics, Government and Politics, English Literature and Psychology. After this start to the conversation, he was surprised I knew so definitely what I'd be doing, so he asked me if I had any plans for after sixth form. Of course, I was keen to explain I wished to do a Theology degree at Birmingham University and, after this, would work towards becoming an RE teacher. The complete and utter shock on the teacher's face was something I've never seen before. Immediately, he said "you want to be an RE teacher?" to which I said yes, I did.

I was a little surprised by his reaction, so I asked him why it was he was so shocked. His response: "Well, you don't get many kids saying they want to be an RE teacher, do you?" 

So, I began to explain to him how much I cared about RE, its future in Britain and also some of the existing work I'd done in support of RE in my school. I felt it only necessary to show him my "I love RE" and "Future RE Teacher" badges that are located in hidden places on my school blazer (wouldn't want them confiscated now, would I?) He still seemed confused as to why I, a 16 year old year 11 student with my life and the whole world ahead of me, would embark on the choice of pursuing a career as an RE teacher. Well, I suppose it's time to explain why.

Never in my 11 and a half years of schooling have I found a subject so captivating; so wide in its content to interest and motivate me. As long as humans have existed, so has the desire to know and understand the meaning and purpose of life. RE provides the variety of opinions on issues so that we can make informed choices on things that most motivate people in their lives. If RE were a poem, it would be Shakespeare's finest works; a painting, the broadest and most mysterious horizon; a personality, the deepest most meaningful being.

No other subject studies so intensely why humans desire to do good and to be a better person tomorrow than they are today. Not one other subject studies the human condition so vigorously that we discover just why people believe they find something greater than themselves.

Which subject will explain to me how to change the world in the best way I can? Well, RE is how I'm going to do that.

I've been waiting to qualify as an RE teacher since I was 13. Now, three years later, it seems an eternity has passed and yet I'm still not that much closer to getting there. In seven years time, I'll be leaving university a qualified RE teacher, and, from that day forward, it's my turn to begin to change the world in a positive way.

Over the past few months, RE has faced some battles of status what with the English Baccalaureate and Gove's opinion that "there's too much religion in society". If there's so much religion in society, surely we need good RE to accompany it - this won't be possible with Gove's EBacc. The Government needs to put funding into RE that will ensure it's the very best it can be; we need the people of RE today to stand up and be counted, not decline in silence. 

The future of RE is vital. The quality of RE greatly affects the state society will find itself in. Without the brilliant RE we find in schools today, I can't help but imagine a growing number of prejudices about both religious and non-religious people and a rise in the number of people who pre-judge groups based on race or religion. 

A word to all teachers of RE: don't ever lose heart in the most important subject for the understanding of society; the subject we call 'RE'. 
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